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CONVENTIONALISM IN HOLINSHED'S CHEONICLE. 

(Continued from Vol. IX, 3.) 

Chapter VII. 

Holinshed's Fondness for Trite Moralizing; Its Signifi- 
cance. 

We discussed in the last chapter Holinshed's belief in the 
miraculous interference of God in the world. It seems natural 
to notice, in connection with these religious conceptions, his 
fondness for commonplace moral reflection. 

His moralizing is usually pessimistic and melancholy. Some- 
times he is peevishly personal. The following passage illustrates 
this temper : "If the historian be long, he is accompted a trifler : 
if he be short, he is taken for a summister : if he commend, he 
is twighted for a flatterer: if he reproove, he is holden for a 
carper: if he be pleasant, he is noted for a jester: if he be 
grave, he is reckoned for a drooper: if he misdate, he is named 
a falsifier: if he once but trip, he is tearmed a stumbler: so 
that let him beare himselfe in his chronicle as uprightlie and 
as conscionablie as he may possible, yet he shall be sure to find 
them that will be more prest to blab foorth his pelfish faults, 
than they will be readie to blaze out his good deserts." 1 

Again, we come across a quite passionate outburst against 
social follies. "Oh how much cost is bestowed now adaies upon 
our bodies and how little upon our soules! how manie sutea 
of apparell hath the one and how little furniture hath the 
other ? how long time is asked in decking up of the first, and 
how little space left wherin to feed the later? how curious, 
how nice also are a number of men and women, and how 
hardlie can the tailor please them in making it fit for their 
bodies? how manie times must it be sent backe againe to him 
that made it? what chafing, what fretting, what reprochfull 
language doth the poore workeman beare awaie? and manie 

1 Hoi. VI. 273. See also Hoi. I. 4. 
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times when he dooth nothing to it at all, yet when it is 
brought home againe it is verie fit and handsome; then must 
we put it on, then must the long seames of our hose be set by 
a plumb-line, then we puffe, then we blow, and finallie sweat 
till we drop, that our clothes may stand well upon us." 2 

At other times it is political dissension he deplores. "But 
what is a king if his subjects be not loiall ? What is a realme, 
if the common wealth be divided ? By peace & concord, of small 
beginnings great and famous kingdomes have oft times pro- 
ceeded; whereas by discord the greatest kingdoms have oftner 
bene brought to ruine. And so it proved here, for whilest privat 
quarels are pursued, the generall affaires are utterlie neglected : 
and whilest ech nation seeketh to preferre hir owne aliance, the 
Hand it selfe is like to become a desert.'" 

Now he adjures the "diligent and marking reader both [to] 
muse and moorne, to see how variable the state of this kingdome 
hath beene, & thereby to fall into a consideration of the frailtie 
and uncerteintie of this mortall life, which is no more free 
from securitie, than a ship on the sea in tempestuous weather." 

And in another place, as an instance of this fickleness of for- 
tune, he cites the case of King Henry the First, "whose mirth 
was turned into mone," and whose "pleasures [were] relished 
with pangs of pensifenes, contrarie to his expectation". 5 Or we 
are implored to note the effects of "selfe-love, which rageth 

in men so preposterouslie and all for the maintenance of 

statelie titles, of loftie stiles, of honorable names, and such like 
vanities more light than thistle downe that flieth in the aire".* 

Only twice in his meditation does he touch upon the evils that 
are especially interesting to more enlightened moralists. In one 
place, to our surprise, we read, "Here we see what a band of 

a Hol. I. 289. 

* Hoi. I. 708. 
*Hol. I. 726. 

• Hoi. II. 70. 
"Hoi. II. 148. 
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calamities doo accompanie and waite upon warre, wherein also 
we have to consider what a traine of felicities doo attend upon 
peace, by an equall comparing of which twaine togither, we may 
casilie perceive in how heaveDlie an estate those people be that 
live under the scepter of tranquilitie, and contrariwise what a 
hellish course of life they lead that have sworne their service 
to the sword.'" The Hague Conference or General Sherman 
could scarcely put it more strongly. It is an odd note in a book 
so many pages of which are devoted to the glorification of Eng- 
lish prowess. Again, we read concerning the famous and popu- 
lar health resort, "But notwithstanding all this, such is the gen- 
erall estate of things in Bath, that the rich men maie spend 
while they will, and the poore beg whilest they list for their 

maintenance and diet so long as they remaine there But 

where shall a man find anie equall regard of poore and rich, 
though God dooth give these his good gifts freelie, & unto both 
alike?" 8 Here, once more, we find a quite modern sentiment ex- 
pressed concerning the unequal distribution of wealth. These 
two instances, however, only throw into stronger relief the con- 
ventional nature of most of his meditations. 

One point that comes out strongly in connection with some 
of these moralizing passages is Holinshed's absolute lack of 
humor. The image of the conscience-stricken knight, dwelt on 
at length in the last chapter, does not at all divert him. The 
tone throughout this description is as portentously grave as 
in the companion-picture of the remorseful servingman whose 
story runs as follows: "And among others that came thither, 

there was a gentleman of great credit and worship who 

having aspied a servingman that had beene there with his mais- 
ter two times, whom he had sharplie tawnted for his great 
and monstrous ruffes, spake unto him verie vehementlie and 
told him that it were better for him to put on sackecloth and 
mourne for his sinnes, than in such abhominable pride to 

T Hol. II. 82. 

"Hoi. I. 363. 
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pranke up himselfe like the divels darling, the verie father of 
pride and lieng, who sought by the exercise of that damnable 
sinne to make himselfe a preie to everlasting torments in helfire. 
Whereupon the servingman, as one prickt in conscience, sore 
sorowed and wept for his offense, Tent the band from his necke, 
took a knife and cut it in peeces, and vowed never to weare the 
like againe."" This lack of humor is, indeed, a characteristic 
of all Holinshed's work. Occasionally the kings exchange some 
solemn banter; 10 occasionally, too, we run across a grim joke, 
as when, in the Peasants' Eevolt, a bishop, hearing that one of 
his parish was a notorious rebel, "himselfe went to seek [him] as 
one of his sheepe that was lost; not to bring him home to the 
fold, but to the slaughter-house". " As a rule, however, his mood 
is stately and serious. He is far too deeply impressed with the 
importance of the affairs with which he is dealing, and with the 
magnificence of their lordly actors, to unbend his mood ; and he 
feels it necessary to make an elaborate apology when he intro- 
duces the Goat-episode into his account of the trials of Elizabeth 
in her girlhood. "And now", he says, "by the way as digressing, 
or rather refreshing the reader, if it be lawfull in so serious a 

storie occasion heere mooveth me to touch brief elie 

what happened in the same place and time by a certeine merie 
conceited man", 12 and proceeds to the story with a manifestly 
uneasy conscience. 

To state briefly, then, the main point of this chapter, — we 
find Holinshed an inveterate and pessimistic moralizer, dwelling 
constantly on timeworn topics, — fickleness of fortune, woman's 
follies, etc., — rather than on the newer problems; and quite 
untouched by the humane spirit that is interested in investiga- 
ting, rather than in lamenting, social evils. 

•Hoi. IV. 433. 

'•Hoi. III. 339. 

u Hoi. II. 746. 

"Hoi. IV. 130. 



Conventionalism in Holinshed's Chronicle II 529 

Chapter VIII. 

Holinshed's Treatment of Sensational Manifestations 
of Criminality. 

We may be sure of finding a mind like Holinshed's, with 
its delight in abnormal and astonishing manifestations of the 
physical forces of nature, keenly interested also in criminal of- 
fences, especially murder. 

We read in detail of the gallant deaths of Thomas a Becket," 
and of Gunthildis, the sister of Swaine, "a verie beautifull 

ladie [who] tooke hir death without all f eare, not once 

changing countenance, though she saw hir husband and her 
onelie sonne (a yoong gentleman of much towardnesse) first 
murthered before hir face."" The series of unhappy royal boys 
who met their fate through official villainy especially interests 
him. He describes with pathetic picturesqueness the little 
Kenelm, whose murderers "led him into a thicke wood, and there 
cut off the head from his bodie, an impe by reason of his tender 
yeeres and innocent age and yet thus traitorouslie mur- 
thered without cause or crime"; 1 ' with revolting detail the tor- 
ture and murder of the unhappy young Alfred, who ended 
"his innocent life to the great shame & obloquie of his cruel 
adversaries";" with fervid indignation the smothering of Ed- 
ward the Fourth's little sons in the Tower. 1 ** Among these 
upper classes, traditional glamor attaches itself to poisoning 
cases, as in the instance of "Alexander the sixt, who went to 
supper in a vineyard neere the Vatican to rejoise in the delight 
& plesure of the fresh aire, & was suddenlie caried for dead to 
the bishops palace ;"" or of the unhappy Saxon Princess Beatrice 

13 Hoi. II. 134-36. 

"Hoi. I. 713. 

15 Hoi. I. 659. 

"Hoi. I. 735. 

"« Hoi. III. 401-3. 

"Hoi. III. 537. 
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and her weird, horrible execution;"* or of King John who dis- 
covered a plot to poison him by means of a dish of pears, "by 
reason that such pretious stones as he had about him, cast foorth 
a certeine sweat, as it were bewraieng the poison"." All these 
picturesque exhibitions of villainy in high life interest our 
Chronicler, and he invests them with a dignity and romance 
demanded, in his opinion, by the lordly personages involved. 

Far otherwise is it when he comes to crime in low life. For 
all his ponderous solemnity, he has a keen love for the realistic- 
ally sensational, such grewsome matter as fills our daily news- 
papers. Throughout the Chronicle, amid the pomp of royal wars, 
festivities, births, deaths, and marriages, we find slipped in with 
gusto many a spicy deed of blood and violence among the com- 
mon people. Curious little glimpses of life among the humbler 
classes are thus afforded us. We see the canny housewife locking 
up in her cupboard "a bag of monie, amounting to the sum of ten 
pounds stearling" committed to her care "by a little honest man, 
whose name", says the circumspect Chronicler, "I will not dis- 
cover";, and then we watch quite breathlessly her husband who 
"brake open the locke, and tooke out the monie; wherewith," 

sardonically, " he plaied the good fellow all the daies of 

his life. For immediatlie his wife accused him of plaine 

theft," whereupon the Mayor caused him to be adjudged to 
death. 1 ' Again we shudder at the villainy of "a certeine Breton, 
whom a good honest widow had received into hir house, and 
conceived well of him in opinion, was by hir mainteined of hir 

owne pursse, & she found him of almes and for Gods 

sake. This charitable deed of hirs deserved a devout mind to 
God ward, and a thankfull hart to hir. But (good soule) how 
was she recompensed ? Even murthered in hir bed by the hands 
of that villaine whome so bountifullie she succored, and mother- 
like tendered." HoKnshed exults fiercely in the scene that fol- 
lows, when "the women of the same parish and street (as it were 

"* Hoi. I. 685. 

"Hoi. II. 336. 

"Hoi. IV. 893. 
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enraged) eame out with stones, staves, kenell doong, and other 
things, wherewith they so bethwackt him on all parts of his 
bodie, that they laid him a stretching, and rid him quite of life. 
In the wreking of this their teene they were so fell and fierce, 

that the comstables with their assistants were not able to 

rescue him out of the women's hands"." It is striking to see 
the passionate greed of the royal fratricidal Richard reflected in 
another humble cottage where, on "the tenth day of November, 
in the citie of Worcester, a cruell and unnaturall brother (as an 
other Cain) murdered his owne naturall and loving brother, 
first, smiting his braines out with an ax, and after cut- 
ting his throte to make him sure, and then buried him under 
the earth of a chimneie, thinking thereby (though wrongfullie) 

quietlie to have injoyed his brothers goods but not long 

after this secret murther comming to light, the murderer was re- 
warded according to his deserts, and to the terror of such un- 
naturall murdering brethren." 21 The little shops with their 
quaint doorways were the scenes of fatal quarrels between mas- 
ters and prentices, a fact illustrated in the case of "a prentise 
of London [who] was hanged on a gibet at the north end of 
Finch lane in London (to the example of others) for that he 
the thirteenth of December had stricken his maister with a 
knife whereof he died." a In his description of the poisoning 
cases we find no fairy rings discovering the hidden villainy, as 
in cases involving royalty, and no fair gardens as scene for the 
tragedies. Merely the bald, bare facts are given us, with grim 
mention of the horrid punishments. Toward the end of Eliza- 
beth's reign the tendency toward this species of crime seems to 
have increased among the women of the middle classes, and we 
find numerous instances of such women being burned at Smith- 
field for poisoning their husbands.** 

Strikingly typical of his treatment of these crimes we find 

"Hoi. III. 172-73. 

21 Hoi. IV. 343. 

a Hol. IV. 237. 

=■ Hoi. IV. 330, 262, 323. 
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his story of the murder of Edward Arden of Worcestershire by 
his wife Alice. The story, occupying as it does seven pages of 
his cumbrous volume, 1 * is too long to quote in full, Holinshed 
having "thought good to set it foorth somewhat at large, having 

the instructions deliverd to [him] by them, that used 

some diligence to gather the true understanding of the circum- 
stances." 2 " 1 We have described to us Arden, "a man of a tall 
and comelie personage," and Alice his young wife, "tall, and 
well favoured of shape and countenance," and Mosbie her lover, 
"a tailor by occupation, a blacke swart man, servant to the lord 
North" . ab Arden, we are told, "perceived right well their mutu- 

all familiaritie yet bicause toe would not offend hir, and so 

loose the benefit which he hoped to gaine at some of hir freends 

hands",** was content not to notice it. We follow Alice first 

to a painter, "who had skill of poisons", 3 " and see her failure 
to accomplish her purpose through some mistake in her manner 
of mixing the draught he gave her with the milk her husband 
was to drink at breakfast. We then see her hunting up an old 

enemy of her husband, to "practise with him how to make 

[Arden] awaie". 28 " One by one we see the frustration of their 
various schemes. First at Arden's house in London, 3 ' then "on 
Eeinea downn," 23 " then "in a certeine broome close, betwixt Fever- 
sham & the feme", 2 " 1 is their hired assassin, Black Will, foiled 
in his bloody intention. At last, in the prospective victim's 
own house in Faversham, we watch the doomed man standing 
unconscious on the very brink of fate. Black Will has been 
conveyed into the house and put into a closet at the end of 

" Hoi. III. 1024-31. 

»• Hoi. III. 1024. 

""Hoi. III. 1024. 

"' Hoi. III. 1024-5 

"Hoi. III. 1025. 

*• Hoi. III. 1025. 

="Hol. III. 1026. 

*«Hol. III. 1026. 

2,h Hoi. III. 1027. 
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the parlor.*" From this point on we have as circumstantial 
and sensational an account as need be of the actual murder, an 
account that, except for the quaintness of the language, strik- 
ingly resembles those found in our newspapers. Holinshed was 
quite as willing as any yellow editor of to-day to furnish his 
readers with revolting detail. It differs from the typical mod- 
ern treatment, however, in two features. The story is accom- 
panied by a narrow column of marginal comment in which the 
reader is exorted to "note here the force of feare and a troubled 
conscience" ; or to "marke how the divell will not let his organs 
or instruments let slip either occasion or opportunitie to commit 
most heinous wickednesse" ; or to consider "what a countenance 
of innocencie and ignorance she bore after the murdering of hir 
husband" ; or to reflect "how these malefactors suffered punish- 
ment", or how "God heareth the teares of the oppressed and 
taketh vengeance". 

The second feature of difference is the method by which 
Holinshed invests his tale with the popular supernatural qual- 
ity. After they had killed Arden, "they tooke the dead bodie, 
and caried it out, to laie it in a field next to the church-yard, and 
joining to his garden wall, through the which he went to the 
church. In the meane time it began to snow, and when they 
came to the garden gate, they remembred that they had forgot- 
ten the kaie, and one went in for it, and finding it at length 
brought it, opened the gate, and caried the corps into the same 

field and laid him downe on his backe streight in his 

night gowne with his slippers on: and betweene one of his 
slippers and his foot, a long rush or two remained. When they 
had thus laid him downe, they returned the same way they 
came through the garden into the house." And after the re- 
moval of the body, lo! a marvel! For "in the place where he 
was laid, being dead, all the proportion of his bodie might be 
seene two yeares after and more, so plain as could be, for the 
grasse did not grow where his bodie had touched : but betweene 
his legs, betweene his amies, and about the hollowness of his 

"• Hoi. III. 1028. 
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necke, and round about bis bodie, and where his legs, armes, 
head, or anie other part of his bodie had touched, no grasse 
growed at all of all that time. So that manie strangers came in 
that meane time, beside the townesmen, to see the print of his 
bodie there on the ground in that field" .*' Again, in explana- 
tion of this phenomenon, he resorts to a superstition of the age. 

"Which field he had most cruellie taken from a woman, 

that had beene a widow to one Cooke, and after maried to one 
Eichard Eead a mariner, to the great hinderance of hir and hir 
husband the said Eead : for they had long injoyed it by a lease, 
which they had of it for manie yeares, not then expired : never- 
thelesse, he got it from them. For the which, the said Beads 
wife not onelie exclaimed against him, in sheading manie a salt 
teere, but also curssed him most bitterlie even to his face, wish- 
ing manie a vengeance to light upon him, and that all the world 
might woonder on him. Which was thought then to come to 
passe, when he was thus murthered, and laie in that field from 
midnight till the morning : and so all that daie, being the f aire 
daie till night, all the which dale there were manie hundreds of 
people came woondering about him."*** 

So much for Holinshed's telling of the story. We could 
hardly emphasize better the conventionality of his treatment 
with its sensationalism, its stock-morality, its stock-marvel, and 
its stock-curse, than by turning to the play, "Arden of Fever- 
sham", where the same story is told, the writer being governed, 
however, by a "sense of fact" very different from our Chronicler's. 
Mr. Swinburne has made sufficiently evident the transformation 
in the character of Alice from that of a mere newspaper-murder- 
ess to the possibly "eldest born of that group to which Lady 
Macbeth and Dionyza belong by right of weird sisterhood." She 
has their keen highwrought intellect, their "nerves of steel". 
"But," Swinburne goes on, "the wife of Arden is much less a 
born criminal than these. To her, even in the deepest pit of 
her deliberate wickedness, remorse is natural and redemption 

"» Hoi. III. 1030. 

** Hoi. III. 1030. 
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conceivable. Like the Phaedra of Racine, and herein so nobly 
unlike the Phaedra of Euripides, she is capable of the deepest 
and bitterest penitence."* 1 I think I am not wrong in feeling, 
also, that our poet has with great skill mollified our judgment 
of Alice by introducing into the situation an element of irresist- 
ible fate. Again and again the strangeness of her infatuation is 
dwelt upon. We read of Mosbie in the Chronicle as "a tailor by 
occupation, a blacke swart man, servant to the lord North". 
Alice was gently born. 

"Ay, but to dote on such an one as he 
Is monstrous, Franklin, and intolerable!" 
exclaims Arden in the first act. Alice, indeed, has moments 
when she herself marvels at the depth of her degradation. In 
a moment of anger she says to Mosbie, 

". . . . Base peasant, get thee gone 
And boast not of thy conquest over me, 
Gotten by witchcraft and mere sorcery ! 
For what hast thou to countenance my love, 
Being descended of a noble house, 
And matched already with a gentleman?" 
And later, 

"Even in my forehead is thy name ingraven, 
A mean artificer, that lowborn name ! 
I was bewitched ; woe worth the hapless hour 
And all the causes that enchanted me." 
These references to witchcraft are especially significant, and, 
to enforce them, the poet has taken pains to represent Mosbie 
not only as a meanly-born tailor, but also as an intolerably 
vulgar and brutal one. Yet she clings to him with a constancy 
inexplicable alike to herself and to spectators. It is, I think, 
a subtle conception, that by which the writer has idealized the 
mere physical magnetism of this black, swarthy man, bold only 
among women, into a shadowy suggestion of an uncanny power ; 

"'Algernon Charles Swinburne: "A Study of Shakespeare," pp. 
139-140. 
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yet more subtle is it when, swayed by its influence, Alice seizes 
a prayer-book which Mosbie has found in her hand, and cries, 
"I will do penance for offending thee, 
And burn this prayer-book, where I here use 
The holy word that had converted me. 
See, Mosbie, I will tear away the leaves, 
And all the leaves, and in this golden cover 
Shall thy sweet phrases and thy letters dwell; 
And thereon will I chiefly meditate, 
And hold no other sect but such devotion." 
After this act we see no further softening in Alice toward 
her old-time virtue; and in itself the incident irresistibly sug- 
gests the act of overt insult to sacred objects by which, as sign 
of renunciation of God, the pact with the devil was supposed 
to be sealed. 

In two other points does the delicacy of the playwright's 
conception throw into sharp relief the Philistine quality of the 
Chronicle story. The first is his treatment of Arden; the sec- 
ond, his transformation of the stock-curse of Read's wife which 
was alluded to in the Chronicle. Arden's figure is relieved from 
the sordid atmosphere that surrounds it in Holinshed's version. 
Not to mercenary motives, but to his fearful knowledge of his 
own peculiar temperament, seems to be laid his determined 
closing of his eyes to his wife's unfaithfulness. He thus main- 
tains a certain logic of position. This determined self-decep- 
tion, while weak in itself, is yet partially justified by the fact 
that we know, as he no doubt dimly recognizes also, that with 
his gloomy, brooding temperament full conviction of his wife's 
guilt will mean madness. The moment will inevitably come when, 
able no longer to deceive himself, he will sink before our eyes 
into the alternative raving and stupor of melancholy madness. 
Prom this fate he is saved only by death. In clinging to 
his belief in his wife he is clinging to his sanity; and in this 
portrayal of him it will be seen how completely the dramatist 
has transformed the Chronicle motive for his longsuffering. 
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There remains to be noted the fashion above referred to 
in which the dramatist has transformed the stock-curses of 
the Chronicle. These stock-curses are scattered here and there 
throughout Holinshed. "King Henry [the Second]. . . .curssed 

even the verie daie in which he was borne, and gave to his 

sonnes Gods cursse and his," when he found their names at the 
head of the list of confederates against him; 24 and, on like oc- 
casion, William the Conqueror also hurled imprecations upon 

"Eobert his sonne and the time that ever he begat him" 

when "the yoong man, being of an ambitious nature, and now 
pricked forward by the sinister counsell of his adherents," 
sought "to obteine that by violence, which he thought would be 
verie long yer he should atteine by curtesie". 2 * We read con- 
cerning Earl Berthred, slain in battle by the Picts, that in his 
death "the curse of the Irish men, whose countrie in the daies 

of king Egfrid he had cruellie wasted, was thought at this 

time to take place". 2 * And the effectiveness of these dire ana- 
themas is again made apparent in the case of Ethelbert, killed 
by King Offa, in reference to which catastrophe we read that 
"when the bride Alfreda understood the death of hir liked make 

and bridegrome, she curssed father and mother, and as it 

were inspired with the spirit of prophesie, pronounced that 
woorthie punishment would shortlie fall on hir wicked mother 
for hir heinous crime committed in persuading so detestable a 
deed: and according to hir woords it came to passe, for hir 
mother died miserablie within three moneths after."" AH this 
is commonplace enough. In the hands of the playwright, as 
Symonds has pointed out, these curses become vivid and color- 
ful things. The highwayman Shakebag's "form of registering 
a vow to be revenged on one who has played him false is char- 
acteristic" when he says, 2 ™ 

M Hol. II. 198. 

35 Hoi. II. 19. 

M Hoi. I. 635-6. 

" Hoi. I. 649. 

M * J. A. Symonds: "Shakespeare's Predecessors in the English 
Drama," p. 449. 
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"And never let me draw a sword again, 
Nor prosper in the twilight, cockshut light, 
When I would fleece the wealthy passenger, 
If I, the next time that I meet the slave, 
Cut not the nose from off the coward's face !" 
The same hue of his trade colors the imprecations of Eead, 
the seaman (in the Chronicle, of Bead's wife), deprived by Ar- 
den, we remember, of his plot of ground. We feel in his ex- 
clamations the rattle and clash of the thunder itself. 
" . . . . Were I upon the sea, 
As oft I have in many a bitter storm, 
And saw a dreadful southern flaw at hand, 
The pilot quaking at the doubtful storm, 
And all the sailors praying on their knees, 
Even in that fearful time would I fall down, 
And ask of God, whate'er betide of me, 

Vengeance on Arden ! 

This charge I'll leave with my distressful wife, 
My children shall be taught such prayers as these; 
And thus I go, but leave my curse with thee." 
A glance at this play, then, with its searching subtlety of 
conception, makes extremely obvious the commonplace quality 
of the treatment of the story by Holinshed. Both playwright 
and chronicler had the same tale to tell. Bach colored it more 
or less. The playwright exalted and individualized it by show- 
ing us natures blindly at variance with themselves and with 
fate. The chronicler conventionalized it by his tendency to 
emphasize revolting and gory detail, the tendency filling the 
Elizabethan stage and the Elizabethan literature with scenes 
of blood and crime; by his credulous acceptance of cheap 
popular superstitions; and by his inveterate habit of pointing 
out obvious morals. 
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Chapter IX. 

Holinshed's Attitude Towards Witchcraft and Magic. 
A. The Witch. 

One familiar with the manner in which the witchcraft 
mania raged at intervals through Europe for five centuries, 
will not be surprised to find a vivid reflection of it in the 
Chronicle. This superstition appears under two aspects: first, 
in actual accounts of witches or those dealing with them; 
second, in the interpretation of events in terms of magic. Of 
the former class is the first mention of witchcraft we find in 
the Chronicle, namely, in 1115, when "William Peverell of Not- 
ingham a noble man and of great possessions was disherited by 
the king for sorcerie and witchcraft, which he had practised to kill 
Ranulfe earle of Chester". 28 It is significant that, in this early 
stage of the terror, death had not yet been prescribed as penalty. 
Almost all the favorite tenets of the doctrine find a place in 
Holinshed's pages. In 1318 "a naughtie fellow called John 

Poidras a tanners son " having given "foorth that 

he was Sonne and right heire of king Edward the first, and 
that by means of a false nursse he was stolne out of his cradle 

at the houre of his death confessed that in his 

house he had a spirit in likenesse of a cat, which amongst 
other things assured him that he should be king of England".* 
As this fellow had tried to deprive the little Prince of his 
throne, so, in the tatter's desolate and deposed old age, the Earl 
of Kent, his brother, manceuvered to enthrone him again on the 
assurance of a friar, one Thomas Dunhed, that his familiar 
spirit had declared to him that Edward was still alive in 
prison.* This person brought upon himself death for his devil- 
ish machinations, as did "William Randoll twho was hanged] 
for conjuring to know where treasure was bid in the earth,"* 1 

" Hoi. II. 112. 

M Hol. II. 557. 
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and a servant of the Duke of Clarence put to death for sorcery 
and enchantment.* 2 We see one weird witch "about the middest 

of the night rosting upon a woodden broch an image of 

wax at the fier, resembling in each feature the kings person", a 
process greatly detrimental to the king's health. 38 The liabil- 
ity of any forlorn old woman to the charge of witchcraft is 
well illustrated in the case of the unhappy creature who, "be- 
ing verie aged, was also accused of witcherie" in alluring a 
young man into the delusion that he was Christ;" a proceeding 
which reminds us of a declaration on the part of the witch- 
persecutors that wrinkles "are a strong presumption for witch- 
craft." Finally, in the Chronicle we have a detailed account, 
of a witch's trial and condemnation, in the case of one "Jone 

Cason arreigned for witchcraft and executed for in- 

vocating of wicked spirits for that she upon the 

first of Aprill, in the seven and twentith yeare of queene Eliza- 
beth, and at diverse daies and times since, the art of witchcraft 
and inchantment had used, and upon wicked spirits had invo- 
cated and called". 8 ' To this case we will return later. 

Along with this thread of superstition there runs, of course, 
a corresponding thread of recognized imposture carried on by a 
series of girl-adventurers, who almost rival in interest the group 
of boy-pretenders to the throne which we noted in another 
chapter. We read in Elizabeth's reign of a certain "Agnes 
Bridges a maiden about the age of twentie yeares, and Eachell 

Finder, a wench about eleven or twelve yeares old, who 

counterfeited to be possessed by the divell (whereby they had not 
onelie marvellouslie deluded manie people, both men and women, 
but also diverse such persons as otherwise seemed to be of good 
wit and understanding)"'" and of "Elizabeth Croft, a wench 
about eighteene yeares old, [who] stood upon a scaffold at Paules 

" Hoi. III. 346. 
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crosse all the sermon time, where she confessed, that she being 
mooved by diverse lewd persons thereunto, had upon the four- 
teenth of March last before passed, counterfeited certeine 
speaches in an house without Aldresgate of London, through the 
which the people of the whole citie were woonderfullie molested, 
for that all men might heare the voice, but not see hir person. 
Some said it was an angell, some a voice from heaven, some the 
Holie-ghost, &c. This was called the spirit in the wall : shee had 

laine whistling in a strange whistle made for that purpose 

then where there diverse companions confederat with hir, which 
putting themselves amongst the prease, tooke upon them to in- 
terpret what the spirit said". 3 " A more extensive series of frauds 
was carried on by Elizabeth Barton who, "through sicknesse, be- 
ing oftentimes brought as it were into a transe, whereby hir 

visage and countenance became marvellouslie altered at 

length learned to counterfeit such maner of transes 

so that she practised, used, and shewed unto the people diverse 
marvellous and sundrie alterations of the sensible parts of hir 
bodie, craftilie uttering in hir said feigned and false transes, 
diverse and manie counterfeit, vertuous, and holie words, tend- 
ing to the rebuke of sin". 37 

So far we have been dealing with the historical witch, if 
we may so call her, of whom the type is the woman old or 
young, in cottage or hall, who pursues magical practices to the 
detriment of the surrounding community. We have also in 
the Chronicle, however, a glimpse of the fantastic, non-human 
creature whom the popular fancy, in the excess of its exuberant 
terror, created to inhabit wood and heath. There is a suggestion 
of this weird connection with the elements in the reference to 
the women in the Isle of Man who "would oftentimes sell wind 
to the mariners, inclosed under certeine knots of thred, with 
this injunction, that they which bought the same, should for a 
great gale undoo manie, and for the lesse a fewer or smaller 

"Hoi IV. 56. 
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number" [of these knots]." But the typical witch of this un- 
earthly sort is found in the account of the two immortal Scotch- 
men journeying "towards Fores, where the king then laie, [who 
as] they went sporting by the waie togither without other com- 
panie, save onelie themselves, passing thorough the woods and 
fields" were met "suddenlie in the middest of a laund" by "three 
women in strange and wild apparell, resembling creatures of 
elder world, whome when they attentivelie beheld, woondering 
much at the sight, the first of them spake and said; "All haile 
Makbeth, thane of Glammis" (for he had latelie entered into that 
dignitie and office by the death of his father Sinell). The sec- 
ond of them said; "Haile Makbeth thane of Cawder." But the 
third said ; "All haile Makbeth that heereafter shalt be king of 
Scotland".*' 

Of the second class of references to witchcraft in the Chron- 
icle, namely, those which interpret events in terms of magic, 
we have numerous instances. We read of the illness of the 

Earl of Essex in Dublin, in 1576, that "some thought that 

he should be bewitched, as that countrie is much given to such 
dailie practises." 40 We find also the account of pathetic prepa- 
rations made for the birth of a child to Queen Mary the First : 
of "a cradle verie sumptuous! ie and gorgeouslie trimmed"; of 

"midwives, rockers, nurses prepared and in readinesse" 

against the time that "this yoong maister should come into the 

world" ; of "bels roong, bonefiers and processions made 

guns shot off upon the river", in honor of a false report 

of his birth, which was so firmly believed that "divers preachers, 
namelie one the parson of saint Anne within Aldersgate, after 
procession and Te Deum soong, tooke upon him to describe the 
proportion of the child, how faire, how beautifull, and great 
a prince it was, as the like had not beene seene." When the 
story of the birth of a prince was discovered to be false, the 

"Hoi. I. 66. 
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bewitchment of the queen was one of the theories soberly ad- 
vanced to account for the frustration of the national hope. 41 

The most notable instance, however, of this interpretation 
of events by reference to superhuman agency is in the case of 
Joan of Arc. Of her we read, "Unto Charles the Dolphin, at 
Chinon as he was in verie great care and studie how to wrestle 

against the English nation was caried a yoong wench of an 

eighteene yeeres old, called Jone Are, by name of hir father (a 
sorie sheep heard) James of Are, and Isabell hir mother, brought 

up poorelie in their trade of keeping cattell Of favour was 

she counted likesome, of person stronglie made and manlie, of 
courage great, hardie, and stout withall, an understander of 
counsels though she were not at them, great semblance of chas- 
titie both of bodie and behaviour, the name of Jesus in hir mouth 
about all hir businesses, humble, obedient, and fasting diverse 
daies in the weeke." 41 * As proofs of her use of power given her 

by "wicked spirits whome she uttered to be our Ladie 

saint Katharine, and saint Annes, that came and gave hir 

commandements from God hir maker, as she kept hir fathers 
lambs in the fields","" he declared that "the companie that toward 
the Dolphin did conduct hir, through places all dangerous, as 
holden by the English, where she never was afore, all the waie 
and by nightertale gafelie did she lead"; also that "from saint 
Kjatharins church of Pierbois in Touraine (where she never had 
beene and knew not) in a secret place there among old iron, ap- 
pointed she hir sword to be sought out and brought hir, that 
with five floure delices was graven on both sides, wherewith she 
fought & did manie slaughters by hir owne hands". 410 The tell- 
ing of the story culminates in a torrent of abuse of which the 
main themes are "hir pernicious practises of sorcerie and witch- 
erie", 41 " and French deification of this "damnable sorcerer 

41 Hoi. IV. 82-3. 
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suborned by satan" ;*" and he dismisses the subject with a scorn- 
ful, "And thus much of this gentle Jone, and of hir good ora- 
tours that have said so well for hir ! Now, judge as ye list.""' 

Turning to the drama for a moment, we are faced by two 
interesting facts: first, that through the plays runs the same 
grewsome thread of popular superstition; second, that they 
contain at least one expression of keen protest against the bar- 
barity engendered by this belief. To deal with the first point. 
We find Peter of Pomfret with his prophecies 41 * taken bodily 
over into "King John," as also is Elinor Cobham, with her 
invocating of spirits and her waxen images, 41 " into "The Con- 
tentions". As in the Chronicle, 411 Jane Shore is accused in 
"The True Tragedy of Richard the Third" of withering Rich- 
ard's arm with her magic. The suspicion of witchcraft as instru- 
mental in bringing about the passion of Edward the Fourth for 
the charming Elizabeth Grey, whom we saw in the Chronicle, 
is used in "Edward the Fourth" by the king's mother to sharpen 
the sting of her taunts at the new queen. These floating allu- 
sions to the popular notions are common throughout these 
Chronicle plays, possibly the most interesting being found in 
"Edward the Third" and in "Perkin Warbeck." In the first 
play Warwick, sent to his (Warwick's) own daughter to carry 
the message of the king's unlawful love for her, cries out, 
"I am not Warwick, as thou think'st I am, 
But an attorney from the court of hell; 
That thus have housed my spirit in his form, 
To do a message to thee from the king"; 
a wonderfully apt use of the popular superstition about the 
devil's power to take possession of the human form. In "Per- 
kin Warbeck," we have an interesting insight into the manner 
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in which Ford mercifully echoes the idea of the opponents of the 
witch persecution; namely, that the confessions of the witch 
often were based merely on delusion. 

"Thus witches, 
Possessed, even to their deaths deluded, say 
They have been wolves and dogs, and sailed in 

egg-shells 
Over the sea, and rid on fiery dragons, 
Passed in the air more than a thousand miles, 
All in the night: — the enemy of mankind 
Is powerful, but false." 
In distinction from the everyday village-witch, the wild and 
uncanny being, whom the Chronicle represents as meeting Mac- 
beth and Banquo on the moor, appears again in Shakespere's 
"Macbeth." We also meet her in "The Witches of Lancashire" 
as a hare ranging through the gloomy Forest of Pendle, "so 
called", says James Crossley, "from the celebrated mountain of 

that name the declivity of which stretches in a long but 

interrupted descent of about five miles, to the water of Pendle, 
a barren and dreary tract". 411 She likewise inhabits the uncanny 
wood that Jonson has created in his "The Sad Shepherd". Of 
her we read that 

"Within a gloomy dimble she doth dwell, 
Down in a pit, o'ergrown with brakes and briars, 
Close by the ruins of a shaken abbey 
Torn with an earthquake down unto the ground." 
Near her abode, within 

"... the stocks of trees, white faies do dwell, 

And span-long elves that dance about a pool, 

With each a little changeling in their arms ! 

The airy spirits play with falling stars, 

And mount the sphere of fire to kiss the moon, 

While she sits reading by the glow-worm's light, 

ai Introduction to T. Potts's "Discovering of Witches in the County 
of Lancaster." 
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Or rotten wood, o'er which the worm has crept, 
The baneful schedule of her nocent charms;" 
while around her flit 

" . . . . blue fire-drakes in the sky, 
And giddy flitter-mice with leather wings!" 
As dainty and idealized as this weird, lovely scene is her little 
attendant spirit, Puck-Hairy, who loves to "dance about the for- 
est and firk it like a goblin". We have here the blossoming 

into a realm of pure poetry of the conception of Jone Cason, the 
village plague. 

It is noticeable, also, in this connection, that the impostor- 
girls we read of in the Chronicle who, as spirits in the wall, 
deceived the people with strange whistlings, or counterfeited 
trances, emerge grown-up into such plays as Lyly's "Mother 
Bombie" and Heywood's "The Wise Women of Hogsdon." 

The case that chiefly interests us at present, however, is that 
of Jone Cason above mentioned. It typically illustrates the 
various phases of the popular superstition. We glance into the 
Inn and see the mother watching her sick child. "After hir 
said child had beene sicke, languishing by the space of thir- 
teene dales, a travellor came into hir house, to the end to drinke 
a pot of ale (for she kept an alehouse) who seeing the lament- 
able case and pitious griefe of the child, called hir unto him 
saieng ; Hostesse, I take it that your child is bewitched. Where- 
unto she answered, that she for hir part knew of no such mat- 
ter. Well (said the ghest) if you thinke it to be so, doo no 
more but take a tile from over the lodging of the partie sus- 
pected, and laie it in a hot fier : and if she have bewitched the 
child, the tile will sparkle and flie round about the cradle where 
the child lieth. Now she, conceiving that travellors have good 

experience in such matters, did steale a tile from the house 

of the said Jone Cason and laied it in the fier besides the 

cradle, which soone after sparkled about the house, even accord- 
ing to her said ghests information. And within short space, the 

saide Jone (being the suspected partie) came into this house 

to see how the child did, which, (soone after hir comming) 
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looked full in hir face, and had not lifted up hir eie, nor looked 
abrode all the night precedent; but within foure houres after 
died: so as by the circumstance of that evidence, she thought 

it might plainelie appeare that the said Jone had bewitched 

hir child to death. Neverthelesse, the prisoner did absolutlie 
denie anie thing doone, or purposed by hir to have been doone 
in this behalfe. Howbeit, to pursue this matter to proofe, and 

hir to death other seven persons were all deposed ; by 

whome it was affirmed constantlie and approved manifestlie, 
that to the house of one Freeman (whose wife the said Jone 
Cason then was) not latelie but diverse years since resorted a 
little thing like a rat (but more reddish)." And so the story runs 
on. It represents the case of many a forlorn creature sent to 
death on like charges. Again and again we hear the same tale 
of the sick child, the stolen tile, the spiteful neighbors, the 
familiar spirit, the pitiful, bewildered admission that such "a 
little vermin, being of colour reddish, of stature less than a rat, 
and furnished with a brode taile," had haunted the house, — an 
admission joined always to a firm denial of guilt, — the clerical 
hounding of the unhappy creature to confession, the execution 
at last. 4 * 

Such are the beliefs Holinshed held concerning the witch- 
craft question. Nothing can better illustrate the blind con- 
ventionality of such views than to contrast them with those 
of men who had struggled out of the passive acceptance of 
tradition into some intellectual solution of the troublesome 
problem. Of these men we have chosen two for consideration, 
one a country clergyman, George Giffard, the other a London 
playwright, Thomas Dekker. 

This George Giilard, who published in 1593 a little book 
called "A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraft," be- 
lieved as firmly as did Holinshed himself in witches and in their 
familiar spirits. Yet so far had he thought things out toward 
modern conceptions that he had, to his own satisfaction, reduced 
the figure of the witch, looming portentous in the mind of the 

«"■ Hoi. IV. 891-893. 
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rustic community, to that of a forlorn and powerless old woman. 
And while maintaining as firmly as Holinshed that many of 
these old women did actually deserve death for the impiety of 
holding communication with evil spirits, he yet safeguarded ac- 
cused persons by advocating a course of legal procedure so just 
and reasonable that its adoption would have made absolutely im- 
possible any further execution for witchcraft. So interesting is 
this process of reasoning that we will dwell upon it in some de- 
tail, for the purpose of contrasting its intellectual independence 
and originality with the passive acquiescence of Holinshed. 

His book opens with a chance meeting on a highway of 
Daniel and Samuel, two English villagers. The latter con- 
fesses that he is troubled in his mind, and begs Daniel to go 
home with him and talk things over. Daniel says that, being 
out on business, he cannot; but finally convinced by Samuel's 
sensible remark that on a business errand "four or five hours 
are not so much," he yields, and they go back to Samuel's 
cottage. There they find M. B., the schoolmaster, "a good 
pretie scholler in the Latine tongue," as Samuel, deprecat- 
ing his own lack of learning, declares. For Giffard's purpose, 
the group could scarcely have been better chosen; the country 
school-master, stiffly advancing all the conventional popular 
views; the rustic Samuel, whose dull simplicity makes it pos- 
sible for the author to repeat himself as much as he likes, and 
Daniel (of course Giffard himself), suave, omniscient, with an 
appalling knowledge of the Scriptures. 

M. B., fairly representing Holinshed, voices with the help 
of Samuel all the accepted notions. The witch is a portentous 
and powerful being having at her command one or more fam- 
iliar spirits to inflict injury upon those who have offended her. 
These little beings, by the way, Giffard with unconscious lit- 
erary instinct makes quite attractive, little "crabbe-fish", for in- 
stance, real household pets, lying in a pot of "soft and warme 
wool," fed delectably on cream and chicken, and reluctantly tear- 
ing themselves away at the command of the witch to ply their 
mischievous tasks in the neighbor's cornfield. Daniel's reply to 



Conventionalism in Holinshed's Chronicle II 549 

this view is uncompromising. These familiar spirits are not at 
all the subservient imps that M. B. imagines. As a matter of 
fact, he ingeniously declares, when the Scriptures speak of the 
devil as a roaring lion or a great red dragon, they are merely 
using a figure of speech to indicate armies and multitudes of 
devils all of equal power. When, therefore, a witch enters into 
confederacy with one of these, she has at her side no insignifi- 
cant fiendlet, but incarnate diabolical power of supreme dimen- 
sions. Satan himself it is who not only in the beginning stirs up 
in her heart hatred and malice, but who dictates, also, the very 
form of revenge that she shall practice upon those she dislikes. 
She merely appears to herself and to others to have conceived 
and planned the malicious errands on which he prompts her to 
send him. Far from his mistress, she is his veriest slave. 

The question then naturally comes up why the devil should 
choose to assume insignificance of form. Daniel answers that 
it is "even of subtletie". In the first place, by making it seem 
that helpless old women are responsible for the inflicting of in- 
jury, he can cause innocent blood to be shed, which above all 
things he delights in. Second, and far more important, he 
can thus turn the hearts of so-called bewitched people away from 
the true cause of their misfortunes, namely, their sins, to "set 
all on a broyle against old women" ; and can move them, more- 
over, to go for relief on vain and even impious errands. 

To make this clear, he explains that "the raising of tem- 
pests, the blasting of corn, the laming of men, the killing of 
children," etc., — with which achievements, in his connection 
with the witch, the devil is chiefly charged, — are merely devices 
used to cloak his far deeper and blacker design, which is nothing 
less than the damnation of souls. God, in his judgment of the 
wicked or his testing of the righteous, sometimes lets people 
pass into the hands of Satan for a time. Sometimes Satan, who 
except by God's permission would be powerless, acts independ- 
ently of the witch, as in the cases of Job and of Saul. But often 
he chooses to seem to be sent by a witch, since thus the afflicted 
people are moved thereby rather to rage against the witch than 
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to lament their misdeeds; and seek remedy, not by repentance 
and humiliation before God, but by running to cunning men 
and women. 

These cunning men and women, who are popularly supposed 
to undo in benevolent fashion the work of the witches, are 
Daniel's next object of attack. M. B. gathers himself together 
for a spirited defense of these philanthropic persons. If, as 
Daniel insists, they are helped in their remedial advice by devils, 
not by the spirit of Moses or by some good angel as was popularly 
supposed, how on earth can Daniel explain it? If the devil, act- 
ing apparently through a witch, has sent disease through a man's 
flock, will he, acting through the cunning woman, unwitch the 
flock by teaching the farmer to burn an animal alive? Or if 
one is haunted by an evil spirit, or possessed by a devil, will 
another devil be likely to teach the cunning woman the holy 
charm which shall drive the first devil away? "Our Savior 
earth," quotes M. B. triumphantly, "that Satan does not drive 
out Satan, for then his kingdom would be divided and would 
not stand !" Daniel, nothing daunted, says that the whole mat- 
ter is perfectly simple. The devils may seem to be working 
against each other, but really they are working together to a 
common end. Take the man, for instance, who burned an ani- 
mal alive at the direction of the cunning man. The devil 
troubling the flock willingly ceases when the animal is burned, — 
indeed he may be also the very devil who gives the direction, — 
in order that the unhappy man, who has brought this trouble 
upon himself by means of his sins, may not see that the proper 
thing for him to do is to humble himself before Ood in true 
repentance. Again, take the case of the man out of whom a 
devil has been driven, according to common rumor, by means 
of "charms compounded of strange speeches and the names of 
God intermingled," taught by the cunning woman. What, says 
Daniel, can Satanic power desire more than that holy things 
should be thus abused through such "horrible prophaning of the 
most blessed name of God, and the Holy Scriptures"? More- 
over, Satan is not driven out at all, but willingly ceases troubling 
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the body in order that he may thus the more establish this im- 
pious art of conjuration, 1 — the art practised by the heathen and 
absolutely forbidden to the Israelites, — whereby to draw men 
quite "from God even to worship himselfe, by seeking help 
at the hands of divels". 

The conclusion reached by Giffard is a most startling one 
to the orthodox believer. The so-called black witch is an ab- 
solutely harmless member of the community. All the evils 
that the people lay at her door would come to them anyway, 
even if all the so-called witches on earth were burned, since 
the devil, by permission of God, is their real instigator. It 
is the cunning woman, the so-called white witch, who is the real 
menace to society. She it is who by her heathenish charms and 
conjurations blinds her community to the real source of security, 
namely, God. 

The black witch, then, is not at all responsible for the least 
of the harms so generally laid at her door. Inasmuch, however, 
as she is guilty of league and communication with devils, she is 
deserving of death. This Daniel admits. He insists strenuously, 
however, upon the necessity of having absolutely conclusive evi- 
dence of her guilt; and the impossibility of getting such evi- 
dence on matters so dubious and obscure does away, in his opin- 
ion, with any legitimate possibility of execution for witchcraft. 

Such is the line of argument followed by George Giffard. 
Quaint as it is, and credulous of many a superstition, it yet il- 
lustrates perfectly the point. It shows a mind vigorous and 
original rebelling against the barbarous treatment of a large 
class of his fellow-beings, and working its way logically out 
towards a theory the adoption of which would have reduced to 
a minimum the baleful results of one of the most active of med- 
iaeval superstitions. 

The other literary expression of gradually-evolving enlight- 
ened sentiment concerning the witchcraft problem is found in 
Dekker's "The Witch of Edmonton." In the writer's protrayal 
of the progress of a woman's soul towards ruin, a portrayal 
marked by delicate sympathy for the wretched creature far more 
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victim than sinner, he protests as gallantly against the popular 
madness as did Giffard himself. I can scarcely better illus- 
trate my point, namely, the blank conventionality of Holin- 
shed's attitude in the matter, than by quoting Symond's fine 
passage dealing with this play, a passage which recognizes dis- 
criminatingly Dekker's gentler spirit. 

"This want of cohesion is no drawback to the force and 
pathos of Mother Sawyer's portrait; perhaps the best picture 
of a witch transmitted to us from an age which believed firmly 
in witchcraft, but drawn by men whose humanity was livelier 
than their superstition. From the works of our Elizabethan 
Dramatists we might select studies of witch life more imagin- 
ative, more ghastly, more grotesque: Middleton's Hecate and 
Stadlin, Marston's Efrichtho, Jonson's Maudlin, Shakspere's 
weird sisters and Syeorax. None of these, however, are so true 
to common life; touched with so fine a sense of natural justice. 
The outcast wretchedness which drove old crones to be what 
their cursed neighbors fancied them, is painted here with truly 
dreadful realism. We see the witch in making, watch the per- 
secutions which convert her from a village pariah to a potent 
servant of the devil, peruse her arguments in self-defence, and 
follow her amid the jeers and hootings of the rabble to her 
faggot-grave. Mother Sawyer first appears upon the stage 
gathering sticks: 

And why on me ? Why should the envious world 
Throw all their scandalous malice upon me? 
Cause I am poor, deformed, and ignorant, 
And like a bow buckled and bent together 
By some more strong in mischief than myself, 
Must I for that be made a common sink 
For all the filth and rubbish of men's tongues 
To fall and run into? Some call me witch; 
And being ignorant of myself, they go 
About to teach me how to be one; urging 
That my bad tongue, by their bad usage made so, 
Forspeaks their cattle, doth bewitch their corn, 
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Themselves, their servants, and their babes at nurse. 
This they enforce upon me; and in part 
Make me to credit it. 

Beaten before our eyes by a brutal peasant, she falls to cursing, 

and stretches out her heart's desire toward the unknown power 

'more strong in mischief than herself : 

What is the name? Where, and by what art learned, 
What spells, what charms or invocations, 
May the thing called Familiar be purchased? 

The village rabble fall upon her, lash her with their leathern 

belts, and din the name of witch into her ears, until the name 

becomes a part of her: 

. I have heard old beldams 
Talk of familiars in the shape of mice, 
Rats, ferrets, weasles, and I wot not what, 
That have appeared, and sucked, some say, their blood ; 
But by what means they came acquainted with them, 
I now am ignorant. Would some power, good or bad, 
Instruct me which way I might be revenged 
Upon this churl, I'd go out of myself, 
And give this fury leave to dwell within 
This ruined cottage, ready to fall with age ! 
Abjure all goodness, be at hate with prayer, 
And study curses, imprecations, 
Blasphemous speeches, oaths, destested oaths, 
Or anything thaf s ill : so I might work 
Revenge upon this miser, this black cur, 
That barks and bites, and sucks the very blood 
Of me, and of my credit. 'Tis all one 
To be a witch, as to be counted one. 
Vengeance, shame, ruin light upon that canker! 

As the devil himself, later on in the play, observes : 
. Thou never art so distant 
From an evil spirit, but that thy oaths, 
Curses and blasphemies pull him to thine elbow. 
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This Mother Sawyer now experiences; for the familiar she has 
been invoking, starts up beside her in the form of a black dog: 

Ho! have I found thee cursing? Now thou art 

Mine own. 
Prom him she learns the formula by which he may be sum- 
moned, seals their compact by letting him suck blood from her 

veins, and proceeds to use him against her enemies 

The part, from beginning to ending, is terribly sustained. Not 
one single ray of human sympathy or kindness falls upon the 
abject creature. She is alone in her misery and sin, abandoned 
to the black delirium of God-forsaken anguish."" 

So much for Giffard and Dekker. In scarcely any other 
way, I think, could we so distinctly emphasize the conventional- 
ity of the Chronicler's attitude towards the witch-superstition as 
by this comparison of it with the enlightenment and sympathy 
expressed in the works of our clergyman and our playwright. 

B. The Magician. 

The magician, too, that academic witch, looms uncannily 
up through the pages of our Chronicle. 

It is interesting to glance from the commanding figure of 
Robert of Sicily who, in dignified and royal seclusion, quite 
comfortably this side the line marking the bounds of forbidden 
knowledge, read in the heavens the forshadowed fate of the 
King of France at Cressy," to that of Peter Walker, learned 

priest of Worcester, "publikelie at Paules crosse burning his 

books and instruments of such [magic] arts""* and then on to the 
wild cave-dwelling hermit, Peter of Pomf ret, who lost his life on 
account of a certain prophecy concerning King John."" It is 
strange that the Chronicler, with his keen love for the striking 
and picturesque, has been satisfied with colorless mention of 

"J. A. Symonds: "Shakspere's Predecessors in the English Drama", 
pp. 478-483. 

"Hoi. II. 610. 

"* Hoi. IV. 724. 

"»Hol. II. 311. 
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these magicians who laid so strong hold upon the imagination of 
dramatic writers. There must have been current more or less 
speculation about the portentous and awful shapes with which the 
Worcester priest communicated, as well as about the queer little 
creatures, cats, rats or "crabbe-fish",who were the familiar spir- 
its of the witches. Yet of this he strangely gives us little. 
Possibly this may be accounted for by the fact that the alleged 
interests and achievements of magicians are chiefly connected 
with the ever widening field of speculative and scientific knowl- 
edge, while those of the witch about whom he chats so vividly 
passed naturally into the current gossip of the day. 

The drama, as has been said, displays far more interest in 
this figure; and the first point to notice is the way in which, 
in "Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay," "John a Kent and John 
a Cumber," and "The Merry Devil of Edmonton," the writers 
have, as has often been pointed out, belittled the traditional 
deeds of magicians. Compared with the petty deeds of the 
witch who loves "to make ewes cast their lambs, swine eat their 
farrow," the achievements of the magicians loomed large in the 
popular imagination. In "Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay," 
however, the hero's doings are insignificant enough; John a 
Kent merely makes straight some tangled love affairs; while 
Fabell's achievements in "The Merry Devil of Edmonton" con- 
sist only in compelling his spirits to "dance nightly jigs" to 

make "the carriers' jades cast their heavy packs," "the 

milkmaids' cuts tum the wenches off," and "the frank and 

merry London 'prentices, that come for cream and lusty country 

cheer lose their way". So striking, indeed, in these three 

plays is this disparagement of the men who can make "the great 
arch-ruler, potentate of hell, tremble," at whose commands the 
imps of hell run obediently as at a real authority, that some 
critics have suggested that "Friar Bacon," at least, is a burlesque 
of Marlowe's "Dr. Faustus." 

If the magicians in these three plays are practically travesties 
of the figures sketched slightly in Holinshed, the heroes of 
Marlowe's "Dr. Faustus" and Shakespere's "The Tempest" are 
as certainly superb idealizations of it. Faustus in his tower, 
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gloomy, distraught, the tragic figure of Mephistopheles looming 
vaguely beside him, Prospero in his enchanted island, working 
out serenely a philosophy of life based upon the magical power 
he possesses, display alike the power of supreme poetic imagin- 
ation playing upon the popular tradition touched so lighty and 
conventionally by our Chronicler. 

C. The Devil. 

If Holinshed has somewhat ignored the magician, he is far 
from displaying like indifference to the conception of the devil, 
that being so intimately confederate with both wizard and 
witch. Indeed how could he, when the friar confessing you 
might be some manifestation of him, or your daughter might 
elope any minute with an incubus ? 

In the Chronicle the fiend appears either as bearing evident 
marks of his infernal origin, or as a human being, or as a small 
animal. We need not dwell on the last case, since we have 
already illustrated it sufficiently in the case of Jone Cason and 
her familiar. The appearance of a devil in human form is 
usually, in the Chronicles, portentous of ruinous storm or 
some other calamity. We read, on Corpus Christi daie at even- 
song time, the divell appeared in a towne of Essex called 

Danburie, entring into the church in likenesse of a greie frier, 
behaving himself e verie outragiouslie, plaieng his parts like a 
divell indeed, so that the parishioners were put in a marvellous 
great fright. At that same instant, there chanced such a tempest 
of wind, thunder, and lightning, that the highest part of the 
roofe of that church was blowen downe and the chancell was all 
to shaken, rent, and torne in peeces.'" ac At another time St. 
Dunstan, in attendance upon King Edmund, was riding beside 
another nobleman, when "behold suddenlie Dunstan saw in the 
waie before him, where the kings musicians rode, the divell run- 
ning and leaping amongst the same musicians after a rejoising 

maner in likenesse of a little short evill favoured Aethi- 

opian". Banished for a time by the saint's crossing himself, he, 

" c Hoi. III. 20. 
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"or some other" is on hand again for supper, walking "up and 
downe amongst them that waited at the table". As usual his 
presence portends misfortune. Within three days the king is 
slain. 43 " 

The devil also appears occasionally as the Incubus or demon 
lover. These beings seem particularly susceptible to the ban- 
ning of the priests, and are especially picturesque in their man- 
ner of disappearing. One of them found in the chamber of "a 

yoong gentlewoman of excellent beautie making a verie sore 

and terrible roaring noise, flue his waies, taking the roofe of 
the chamber awaie with him, the hangings and coverings of 
the bed being also burnt therewith". 43 * Another haunting a 
woman on shipboard, and incidentally raising "a woonderful 
great tempest of wind and weather, so outragious, that the mais- 
ter of the ship with other the mariners woondered not a little 
what the matter ment, to see such weather at that time of the 
yeere, for it was about the middest of summer", upon the adjura- 
tions of a priest "issued foorth of the pumpe of the ship a f oule 
and evill favored blacke cloud, with a mightie terrible noise, 
flame, smoke and stinke, which presentlie fell into the sea. And 
suddenlie therupon the tempest ceassed, and the ship passing in 
great quiet the residue of hir journie, arrived in safetie at the 
place whither she was bound." 44 We read also of "a yoong man 

verie f aire & comelie of shape, who declared by waie of 

complaint unto the bishop how there was a spirit which 

haunted him in shape of a woman, so faire and beautiful a thing, 
that he never saw the like, the which would come into his cham- 
ber at nights, and with pleasant intisements allure him & 

that by no maner of means he could be rid of hir". It is in- 
teresting to note that the wise Bishop sent him off traveling 
quite as a modern doctor would have done, and that "within a 
few daies [he] was delivered from further temptation". 44 " 

" a Hol. I. 690-1. 

*»• Hoi. V. 147. 

" Hoi. V. 146-7. 

"•Hoi. V. 147. 
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I can find only one instance in Holinshed of the manifesta- 
tion of the devil in propria persona, but this is sufficiently gro- 
tesque. At one time St. Dunstan, kneeling at his devotions, hears 
him "in the west end of the church, taking up a great laughter 
after his roring maner as though he should show himselfe glad 
and joifull at Dunstanes going into exile". 4 "' 

The drama serves to supplement interestingly Holinshed's 
beliefs concerning the devil. Turning to it we find the gro- 
tesque figure we have just noted in the chronicle-story leaping 
and dancing through the Miracle Plays, his demoniacal laugh- 
ter greeting us again in the traditional, familiar "Ho! Ho! 
Ho!" as in Jonson's "The Devil is an Ass". Pushed out from 
the religious drama by the Vice, he has yet an honorable career 
to run on the secular stage, where he appears in a picturesque 
variety of shapes, from that of the chief himself to "fellows of 
a handful high," who in Dekker's "The Merry Devil of Edmon- 
ton", slip "into the cloisters where the nuns frequent" to "make 
them skip like does about the dale" ; and who on one occasion, 
in Dekker's "If This be not a Good Play the Devil is in It," 
gleefully display, as specimens of their handiwork, "four butch- 
ers' souls puffed quaintly up with pricks", infernal sweetbreads, 
we are informed. 

In Cored, in "The Merry Devil of Edmonton", we have a 
definite suggestion of the portentous appearance of the familiar 
spirit of a magician, as opposed to the insignificant rats, mice, 
and weasels of the village witch, — a suggestion entirely denied 
us by the Chronicler. "Why comest thou in this stern and 
horrid shape?" cries Fabell when Cored appears at midnight in 

the magician's study, while "the lights burn dim af righted at 

[his] presence." We learn from Reginald Scot's "Discovery of 
Witchcraft" that "Cored knoweth the force of herbs and precious 
stones and maketh all birds fly before the exorcist, and to tarry 
with him as if they were tame, and that they shall eat and 
sing as their manner is." Unfortunately we cannot find from 
Scot what manner of apparition it was that so terrified Fabell; 

" D Hol. I. 693. 
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but it must have been very horrid, since of this demon only, 
in his long list of descriptions, is Scot moved to resort to aster- 
isks. Fortunately he gives us more detailed accounts of other 
devils that serve magicians. We learn from him that Andras 
appeared in "an angel shape with a head like a black raven"; 
Flauros, "as a terrible strong leopard with fiery eyes" ; Zagan, 
like a "bull with griffin's wings". Often, however, they came 
in more pleasing shapes, like Caim who presented himself in 
the form of a thrush, and Vepar who came like a mermaid. 

The drama in this connection, then, serves to supplement 
the Chronicle by giving us information concerning the familiar 
spirits of magicians. Beyond this, it is chiefly interesting as 
furnishing various idealizations of the notions contained in 
Holinshed. The characterless little animals, cats or vermin, 
with whom we became acquainted in the Chronicle as the fam- 
iliar spirits of witches, have, in the drama, become transformed 
into vivid little dogs, as in "The Witch of Edmonton," or ex- 
quisite sprites like Ben Jonson's Puck-Hairy in "The Sad Shep- 
herd". The famiiar spirit of the magician, commonplace 
enough in "The Merry Devil of Edmonton" and ignored in the 
Chronicle, appears in "Dr. Faustus" as the grand and melan- 
choly Mephistopheles. The friar who, in the Chronicle, created 
such commotion during the church-services has his counterpart 
in the drama in the irresistible figure of Friar Bush in "If This 
be not a Good Play the Devil is in It". He succeeds with equal 
effectiveness in breaking up the order of an English monastery 
by such diabolical ingenuity as that which prompted him, be- 
fore their frugal meal of herbs and water, to thank heaven 

"For our bread, wine, ale and beer, 

For the piping hot meats here, 

For broths of sundry tastes and sort, 

For beef, veal, mutton, lamb and pork, 

Green-sauce with calves head and bacon, 

Pig and goose and cramd-up capon; 

For paste raised stiff with curious art, 

Pie, custard, florentine and tart, 
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Baked rumps, fried kidneys, and lam-stones, 
Fat sweetbreads, luscious maribones, 
Artichoke, and oyster pies, 
Buttered crab, prawns, lobsters' thighs: 
Thanks be given for flesh and fishes, 
With this choice of tempting dishes." 
The motive of the Incubus or demon-lover, so effective in 
the Chronicle, receives in the drama singularly weak treat- 
ment. It occurs, so far as I know, three times: once in "Grim, 
the Collier of Croyden", where Belphegor, as Incubus, is ex- 
tremely stupid; next in "A Mad World, My Masters", where he 
comes in the form of a beautiful woman, and is interesting only 
when he disappears with a vicious stamp, presumably roaring; 
and also, I understand, in a play called "A New Trick to 
Cheat the Devil" of which I can get no trace. Consider- 
ing eminently dramatic possibilities of this figure as apparent 
in our old ballads, in German drama, and in the recent suc- 
cessful representation of it on our own stage, it seems curious 
that in the sixteenth century he should prove such a failure. 
It is also very strange, in this connection, that our favorite 
English fairy, Bobin Goodfellow, whose diabolical origin was so 
generally accepted, should be quite ignored by Holinshed. How 
firmly, under this aspect, he was established in popular tradi- 
tion, is evidenced by the grave statements made by Keginald Scot 
(1584), by Burton in his "Anatomy of Melancholy", and by the 
circumstantial account given by John Brand, a traveller, who 
in 1703 tells us in good faith of Brownies in the Shetland 
Islands who served any family who gave them "a sacrifice of 
milk for his service; as when they churned their milk, they 
took a part thereof and sprinkled a corner of the hearth for 
Brownie's use; likewise, when they brewed, they had a stone 
called "Brownie's stone", wherein there was a little hole into 
which they poured some wort for a sacrifice to Brownie". 4 " The 
evil propensities of this little gnome are evidenced by the fact 

" "A New Description of Orkney & Zetland." John Brand, Edin- 
burh, 1703, p. 112; quoted in Folk Lore, vol. 18, p. 440. 
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that he deserted the service of a good old man "who, when 
young, used to brew and sometimes read upon his Bible", which 
"was Brownie's eyesore, and object of his wrath". The drama 
by no means neglects this attractive little goblin. It is inter- 
esting to notice in regard to the play lately referred to, "Grim, 
the Collier of Croyden", that its dreary incubus Belphegor is 
almost atoned for by his piquant little demon-servant, whom 
we see issuing from the very mouth of hell, whose name is 
Akercock, and who, once on earth, assumes the shape of Eobin 
Goodfellow. This treatment of him reflects charmingly the 
well-rooted idea of his diabolical origin. Akercock, alias Eobin, 
appeared to be a devil of peculiarly simple taste, who has been 
to earth before and knows the lie of the land. After loitering 
about uneasily with his master among the lords and ladies, a 
prey perhaps to goblin-dyspepsia amidst their dainty fare, he 
is off to the beloved countryside where he is sure of plenty of 
curds and cream. His speech of final rebellion is charming. 

"These silken girls are all too fine for me: 

My master shall report of those in hell, 

Whilst I go range amongst the country-maids, 

To see if homespun lasses milder be 

Than my curs'd dame 

I'll fright the country-people as they pass; 

And sometimes turn me to some other form, 

And so delude them with fantastic shows. 

But woe betide the silly dairy-maids, 

For I shall fleet their cream-bowls night by night, 

And slice the bacon-flitches as they hang. 

Well, here in Croyden will I first begin 

To frolic it among the country lobs." 
One notes here that the cream is not dutifully set out on 
the hearth for him, but that he "fleets it" at his pleasure. This 
is significant taken in the light of Grim's. exclamation when he 
sees him. He is not yet established there as an expected guest 
who, it is to be hoped, will lend a helping hand when work 
presses. He is an evil spirit pressing in from the moors, a 
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tiny Grendel, whom the startled friend at Joan's fireside greets 
with the exclamtion, "0 Lord save us, sure he is some country- 
devil ! He hath got a russet coat upon his face". 

We may note in passing that Eobin Goodfellow, wholly re- 
formed, appears in the inimitable Puck of "A Midsummer 
Night's Dream", who combines the fairy charm of Jonson's 
Puck-Hairy in "The Sad Shepherd" with the homeliness of the 
goblin in "Grim" ; who one moment "puts a girdle round about 
the earth", and the next is sent "with broom before, to sweep 
the dust behind the door". 

This chapter, it seems to me, illustrates more strikingly 
than any other the slavery of our Chronicler to tradition, a 
slavery shown by his merciless arraignment of an unjustly per- 
secuted class composed for the most part of the wretched and 
helpless in the community; and by his adherence to the most 
grotesque of mediaeval superstitions concerning the embodiment 
and functions of evil spirits. 

Conclusion. 

So far, then, we have been able to trace in Holinshed's Chron- 
icle the action of a. spirit practically uninfluenced by the fuller 
light which, in the evolution of the human intellect, was tend- 
ing more and more to render possible the solution of perennial 
problems. In his racial provincialism, proof against the floods 
of information concerning new lands and new peoples pouring 
in upon England; in his belief in the antiquated doctrine of 
the Divine Eight of Kings, a doctrine held tenaciously in the 
face of the enlightened policy of the Tudors who knew above 
all things when to yield; in his contempt for the mass of the 
people daily growing, nevertheless, before his eyes, into greater 
power and self -consciousness ; in his constant indulgence in 
traditional gibes against women, despite the vigorous flowering 
in various directions of the feminine intellect of his day; in 
his adherence in matters of religion to superstitions which ad- 
vance in the physical sciences was tending to dispel; in his 
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habit of moralizing upon threadbare themes, unconscious of the 
presence of newer problems; in his utter ignorance of any such 
humane theories concerning witchcraft as were raising, on stage 
and in pulpit, impassioned advocates; in all this we recognize 
the workings of a mind enslaved by the traditions of the past. 
Yet all this marks but the limitation in the character of a good 
and efficient man, whose learning and industry win infinite re- 
spect, whose monumental work has been of incalculable service 
to both playwright and historian. And it is with pleasure that 
I record my gratitude to him not only for his splendid service 
to scholarship and art, but also for the opportunity which the 
leisurely reading of him has afforded of catching in his mind, 
tranquil in the midst of an age so like our own in its restlessness 
and travail, a reflection of the spirit of former times when men 
rested, as on a rock, on long established beliefs and traditions, 
working with conviction and sleeping in peace, untroubled by 
doubt or question or agony of mental conflict. 

Cheistabel Foesyth Fiske. 



